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Abstract 
The deficient manner in which the international press recounted the Revolution of Timişoara in December 1989 established a 
depreciative framework of reference, particularly in the context of a lack of investigations, some of which would have been 
necessary. The negative perception was also fuelled by the amount of emotional comments made by various influential public 
figures. The official Romanian press did not make any reference to the number of victims and even minimized the extent of 
destructions in the city. This served a manipulative purpose, so that news of the insurgence would not get out. Foreign journalists 
could not enter Romania earlier than December 22, at approximately 1 p.m., when the borders were reopened. Until then, they 
relied on the bits of information that they got hold of from unreliable sources, such as Romanian, or, particularly, foreign citizens, 
who were able to leave Romania, or on scarce information provided by telephone and on communications between some states’ 
diplomatic staffs and their ministries. The process of launching and spreading rumours was also impressive, and after two days 
and two nights of waiting in border crossing points, the journalists who arrived in Timişoara and in other cities believed that the 
previously gained equivocal information was being confirmed. This allowed the emergence of the enormous confusion between 
the horrific dead in the Paupers Cemetery and the true victims of the Revolution.  
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1. The truth as automatism and ease 
Peter Siani-Davies, a researcher with a great interest in the events that occurred during the Romanian Revolution, 
dedicating numerous pages to the media side-slip, would bring into discussion the association made by those who, 
on December 22, 1989, exhumed the victims in the Paupers Cemetery in Timişoara, and who placed the body of a 
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dead child on top of a woman’s corpse. It was one of the most horrifying and intense images that circulated at the 
time. The author would note that, subsequently, it was established that there was no connection between the two and 
would explain how this deception was magnified: „The bodies had been excavated during the first frenzied search 
for those who were missing after the massacre of December 17 and, presumably because it made a striking picture, 
the baby had been placed on the woman and the image filed by Novi Sad Television and MTV of Hungary.” (Siani-
Davies 2005, 281). Therefore, the bodies placed rather randomly one on top of the other were filmed by reporting 
crews from abroad. For television reporters from Serbia or Hungary it was easy to get to Timişoara, less than 100 
km from the border with the two states. It was also very easy for them to broadcast these images... Andrei Skurtu 
would analyze the moment, noting: „Furthermore, photographs of what were presented as victims of the massacres 
were shown on televisions around the world, which also played an important role in fuelling the revolution.” (Skurtu 
2009: 2004). It is, however, important to remind readers that Ceauşescu had already abandoned power at the time 
when these images were made public.  
In time, „the Timişoara lie” stopped being analyzed, and started functioning as an automatism in illustrating facts 
and journalism products lacking professionalism, establishing it among the greatest press errors. The automatic 
invoking, without minimal precautions, is even encountered on the European Journalism Observatory website, an 
organization dealing precisely with preventing, highlighting and fighting low quality journalism. Rebutting what the 
author calls „fake”, Marcello Foa would develop the subject, referring to the victims of the violent protests in Libya, 
in the spring of 2011. Foa would note, more than 20 years after the events of Timişoara: „Do you remember the 
image of the black cormorant from the first Gulf War, a symbol of the ruthlessness of Saddam who – they said at the 
time – had opened the oil pipelines?  The image was a fake. And the massacre in Timisoara, Romania, during the 
revolt against Ceausescu?  It never happened. The most recent war in Iraq saw the media spread an enormous 
quantity of falsehoods, which no one in real-time recognized as false. Or almost no one.” (Foa 2013). Not a twitch, 
not a doubt… How many victims does it take to call it a massacre? Aren’t a hundred enough? But even serious 
researchers cannot escape this danger. Therefore, referring to the Romanian-Hungarian relations and to the Treaty 
on Understanding, Co-operation and Good Neighbourly Relations between Romania and the Republic of Hungary, 
signed at Timişoara in 1996, the author would insist on mentioning, without it being a truly necessary piece of 
information in this context, that this was the city „which was considered the ’cradle’ of the 1989 Romanian 
democratic revolution.” (Henrikson, 2000).  
2. From Vietnam to Timişoara 
On the other hand, the Timişoara syndrome would be recognized as a constant in media activity. Louis Armand 
did not grasp the connection to the Vietnam syndrome. He would, however, establish a typology for important events 
following December 1989. It is a series of deficient media reports from various theatres of war: „Notable throughout 
all of this was the lack of any western media presence in Timisoara, and a consequent lack of verification of 
reported facts even at a governmental level (in the West, an historical antecedent may be found in events like the 
1983 invasion of Grenada by the United States, accompanied by an official media blackout). The “Timisoara 
Syndrome”—with its real life political and social consequences—finds more recent counterparts in Kosovo in 1999, 
and lately in Iraq, Uzbekistan and Serbia (such as the widely reported “apprehension” in February 2006 of the 
Serbian war crimes suspect Radko Mladic)” (Armand 2007, 49).  
The 1997-1998 period meant for Algeria, country located in Northern Africa, in the French sphere of influence, a 
peak in confrontations between supporters of Islamic radicals and government forces. The numerous pieces of 
evidence of massacres occurring in this country, attributed to Islamists, triggered a wave of controversies 
worldwide. Among those who took a stand on this matter was Bernard-Henri Lévy. He would warn against „green 
fascism”, his intervention establishing an explicit connection to what had previously been the Timişoara case (Lévy 
1998). The fear of exaggerations would come back intensely in 2011, the year of great revolutionary movements in 
Northern Africa. The image of the Libyan leader Mouammar Kaddafi has often been associated with that of 
Ceauşescu. Also, crimes committed in order to support the two regimes were similar, having been mostly executed 
by secret service agents. In an analysis of the 2011 media manipulations, the French-speaking press would return 
with data on Timişoara, this time making a correct reference: the initial announcement regarding the execution of a 
number of 4,632 to 7,614 innocent people in Timişoara (from December 17 to December 19) was false. In reality, 
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the author claims, there would be 689 deaths in Romania, not 70,000 as initially known. In Timişoara, the numbers 
given vary between 69 and 147, not 12,000, as stated in some reports (Bawaba 2011). We notice, however, that 
these figures are also approximate. 
3. How tragedies are understood 
A tragedy that occurred in USA, on December 14, 2012, would generate an international dispute. At the time, 
Adam Lanza fatally shot twenty children and six adults at a school in the village of Sandy Hook, in Newtown, 
Connecticut. The development of the subject in virtual space was also possible due to the increase of the role played by 
social media in contemporaneity. In this context, James Tracy, a professor of communication at the Florida Atlantic 
University, would claim that the massacre was part of a series of such actions of manipulation and of fabrication of 
certain events. This time around, the Obama administration would be accused of planning the Sandy Hook murders 
so as to use this case in its campaign for limiting access to firearms. However, we are interested in an excerpt from a 
comment on the subject posted anonymously. It would prove to be a pertinent analysis of the circumstances in 
which the press works under such difficult situations.  
The Timişoara 1989 case would function as an example, being carefully deciphered: “First, I do understand what 
you're saying: One of the most potent images of the Romanian Revolution of 1989 was the photograph of a field of 
dead, including babies, that were said to be the martyrs of Timisoara. After the fighting was over, the world learned 
that the bodies were in fact exhumed from a local cemetery. So yes, atrocities can be stage-managed. But the 
circumstances were far different than Newtown: It was the middle of a war, and nothing less than the success of a 
coup against a brutal dictatorship was at stake. It took very little effort for them to create the image, and it took very 
little effort after the fact for the image to be debunked. (And even this does not change the fact that people really did 
die in Timisoara).” (Littlebrowndog 2013). The idea stated by the anonymous commentator is important, and can 
also function as a conclusion to the facts analyzed so far: in reality, many people were massacred in Timişoara. 
In his research, Constantin Pârvulescu would focus on the way in which the Revolution of Timişoara would be 
reflected in cinematography. He would analyze a few Romanian productions centred on this subject, which could 
not be omitted in this field, of the gory revolution filled with controversial elements, strongly attracting the 
filmmakers’ interest. The Revolution of Timişoara contains all the ingredients for a successful film: firearms, dead, 
wounded, spies, journalists, tumultuous mobs, personal dramas and on the edge psychological implications. The 
conclusion would be that the artistic films and documentaries produced would not manage to eliminate the 
controversies, but only to stress the powerful emotions experienced: „Yet all these three acts of memory are marked 
by the chaotic and manipulative aspect of events; by the way in which the Romanian 1989 was produced in 
television discourse, by the controversy surrounding revolutionaries, and – not least by the long period of social and 
political disappointments in the post-state/socialist era” (Pârvulescu 2013, 367). 
4. Light wounds, terrible deaths 
The bodies of the people who had been shot were stolen form the morgue, taken to Bucharest and burnt at the 
crematorium. The murderous regime was thereby trying to hide the traces of the massacre. The events that took 
place in the hospitals of Timişoara during the December 1989 Revolution represents another dark page, one of 
many, of the time. Numerous testimonies were gathered, revealing acts of unsuspected courage carried out by 
revolutionaries and the commitment of certain doctors, as well as acts of wiping all traces of the massacre. At this 
point, one must observe the fact that the Romanian communist leaders were not very original in their attempts to 
remove the traces, as they followed the inter-war pattern. At that time in history as well, the human crematorium in 
Bucharest had played this unfortunate role: „In respect of pathological criminality, it is worth mentioning that it 
marked a precedent in the relationship between political power and death: in 1939, 20 bodies belonging to the 
Dumitrescu group, the authors of the assassination of the Prime Minister Armand Calinescu, were cremated at the 
Cenuşa Crematorium in Bucharest, in great secrecy” (Rotar  2010). 
In hospitals, there were medical staff members who fulfilled their duties, saving lives, also taking part in 
operations to protect the wounded against the brutality of inquiries or even against subsequent aggressions inflicted 
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by forces of repression. On the other hand, testimonies also reveal abominable acts committed in the hospitals, with 
rather unclear evidence supporting this. However, there is no actual element leading to the idea that a doctor, a nurse 
or a stretcher bearer might have deliberately killed anyone. There are statements claiming that some protesters were 
brought to the hospital with wounds, some light, others more severe. The wounds, inflicted by bullets or other 
weapons, were located in certain areas of the body. These protesters were later found (or only seen, as their bodies 
would disappear forever!) dead. They presented other gunshot wounds, placed, according to testimonies, in the head 
area (the forehead), where no wounds had been noted before. However, no one reported having directly witnessed 
an execution of this type (Szabo 2011b). This is where the trace of events is lost, and testimonies lead into the area 
of the circumstantial, of indirect evidence... 
Regarding the involvement of the medical staff in the repression, one can speak of collaboration between some of 
its members and the forces of order. Firstly, the chiefs of medical institutions had places themselves at the service of 
prosecutors, of Securitate and Militia chiefs or of those with political functions in the party (the former Romanian 
Communist Party). Rodica Novac, chairwoman of the Timiş County Sanitary Directorate at the time, as well as 
Ovidiu Golea, chairman of the County Hospital in December 1989, appear in testimonies and in later conducted 
investigations regarding the events that took place in the medical facilities. Their involvement is noted at a moment 
of great importance to the Romanian Revolution triggered at Timişoara: the theft of the martyrs’ bodies from the 
morgue and their loading into a refrigerator truck that would take them to the Cenuşa crematorium in Bucharest for 
cremation. The actions of the PhD Associate Professor Petru Ignat, chief of the Surgery I department of the County 
Hospital, are also controversial. He appears in several hypostases as a zealous collaborator with the organs of 
repression, highlighting his friendship ties to persons in the local party and state nomenclature. 
5. Hospitals sieged by tormentors 
During the Revolution and up until Ceauşescu’s downfall, the hospitals were sieged both outside and inside. 
Militia and ranger troops (all under the Ministry of Internal Affairs), as well as army troops surrounded the medical 
facilities, particularly the County Hospital, as this was the place where most of the wounded were brought in. This is 
where the Institute of Forensic Medicine functioned (and functions to this day) and also the location of the main 
morgue. Therefore, there was a stake in very few people, only authorized personnel, accessing these premises. 
Inside, desperate surgical interventions were being carried out to save lives, but the inquiries among the wounded 
had also begun. Some of the medical staff collaborated with the prosecutors and the investigating members of the 
Securitate, even setting up places for interrogations. Others decided to take a risk and protect the revolutionaries. 
Some offered them advice on what to say and suggested that they claim they ended up in the area by chance, or 
simply hid some, without providing information about their presence in the hospital. Other wounded were given 
sleeping pills or were anaesthetized. There are different attitudes, some of which call for careful analysis.  
In time, the press analyzed numerous mysterious facts about the events that took place in medical facilities. It 
expressed its views on the contradictions between testimonies, as well as on disparities between the facts stated in 
various testimonies and those recorded by the prosecutors who initiated investigations for revealing the truth, but 
also on the negligence on their part or on the part of the courts that had judged various causes and persons. The 
current analysis of the manner in which the mass media covered all of these events and contradictions highlights a 
few facts, which remain unclear, as well as the conviction that numerous aspects never even came under the 
attention of the prosecutors after the Revolution. Or, if they had at all been considered, they were not seen as 
sufficiently relevant. We are left with the acknowledgement that, despite the extremely severe events that took place 
in hospitals, no one was held responsible, no one was found guilty, in fact, very few were even investigated... 
One of the hospital images, which would impress the world, would be noted by Benjamin Young, the author of a 
pertinent comment on the film Videograms of a Revolution (by Haron Farocki and Andrei Ujică): „Wearing a cast 
that runs from her hand to her shoulder, a woman lets out short cries of pain as she is lowered onto a hospital bed. 
Although, as we soon learn, she is waiting for two bullets to be removed from her body, the pained expression on 
her face changes when she notices the video camera hovering by the bed. She confirms that the camera is rolling and 
concentrates on speaking through the pain.” (Young, 2004, 248). The woman would urge the others to continue 
fighting for the removal of the communist regime, summed up in a few words: „Remember the dead and continue 
the revolution!” It is a different perception on the role of the filming camera and of television in general, in complete 
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disagreement with the group of theoreticians represented by Jean Baudrillard. The way the movie is produced, by 
putting together images captured by amateurs, the police, or professionals of the Romanian and foreign television, 
would be analyzed by Constantin Pârvulescu (2013). The specialist from Timişoara would capture the way in which 
the victims of the Revolution would be contaminated by the post-revolutionary emotioanl discourse, invoking public 
beliefs circulating at the time, which were neither confirmed nor proven. He would observe the wounded person’s 
„use of verbal clichés, historical inaccuracies (the 4,000 dead), and the excitement and clumsy formality triggered 
by the awareness that she is performing in front of the camera” (2013). 
6. Wounded servicemen, murdered servicemen  
One of the lingering mysteries regards the fate of some servicemen. Some were killed, and others only wounded. 
Who had killed and hit them before Ceauşescu’s downfall and who did after? It is hard to tell. Sometimes bits of 
truth emerge. The press was also confused at that time. The former regime’s journalists (party activists) seemed to 
go over not so much on the people’s side, but on the side of the new power (of the group that came into power, more 
accurately). All approaches are marked by a degree of servitude, and the lack of experience in freely approaching 
these subjects lead to the distortion of the discourse. Luptătorul bănăţean (The Banat Fighter), successor of the party 
newspaper Drapelul roşu (The Red Flag), and predecessor of the Timişoara newspaper Renaşterea bănăţenă (The 
Banat Rebirth) managed to come closer to professional journalism, by means of a report carried out in the New 
Clinics hospital, among the wounded. The testimonies belonging to some wounded are recorded in brief sentences. 
Of course, we encounter somewhat flamboyant expressions, natural in such a situation of post-revolutionary 
exhilaration. There are a few testimonies that prove their relevance even two decades after being recorded. Let us 
take them in turn:  
Recruit Florin Popa, form Târgovişte, would return home without one leg. He had been part of the group that 
defended the Radio-Television Directorate on Demetriade Street. From the balcony of an apartment, where a few 
servants of the Ceauşescu madness were hiding, fire was opened. Severely wounded, despite the surgeons’ efforts, 
his left leg was amputated. He was only 20 years old. Georgian Băran claims only a miracle saved him from Death’s 
grip. Without a drop of fortune, his then two minor children would be orphans today. He joined a group of soldiers 
on a mission to neutralize two madmen who were hiding in the control booth of a tower crane. A bitter exchange of 
fire ensued, and, when it seemed the killers had been eliminated, he climbed up to make sure, and to see for himself 
what man hunters looked like. But one of them was still unharmed, and, when Giorgian (sic) lifted the booth door, 
up there, tens of meters above ground, his legs and one arm were riddled with bullets. “I didn’t fall, he says now, 
and he is out of harm’s way, I was conscious, I knew I had to hurry and climb down, get down before I lose too 
much blood, while my muscles were still warm”. 
Aurel Măntăluţă’s right cheek bears a terrifying scar. It was left by a bullet. His right hand is bandaged, his legs 
are immobilized. From what he recalls, he retraces the following: „I am a First Sergeant and, Petty Officer 
Constantin Vâlceanu and I were driving in from Giarmata, in his car. When we were in front of the first block of 
flats at the end of the 14 trolleybus line, an object was thrown from an apartment onto the hood of the car; the object 
exploded and then fire was opened. We both got out of the car, attempting to seek shelter. But we were wounded. 
All we managed to say to each other was: “Costică, they hit me”. “I am wounded, too”, my colleague told me, also a 
father of two, just like me, and died immediately. It’s a shame! He was only 37 years old! ...” (Szabo 2010,  25). 
7. Who are the murderers? 
Who shot these people? At least until Ceauşescu’s downfall, civilians did not possess firearms. Here we refer to 
protesters, revolutionaries who were not part of the state and party structures. After the dictator’s flight, naturally, 
the “terrorists” were blamed for the murders committed. None of these was proven guilty, despite sufficient 
testimonies claiming that some were caught. All tracks of them were lost. There were also persons killed as 
terrorists, but we will never know if these cases were actually true. Now it seems unforgivable that slips of paper 
reading the word „terrorist” be placed on the bodies of executed individuals. But even then, in those moments of 
utmost excitement, moments on fire, when every person who had a gun would even shoot at his/her own shadow, 
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facts were never clear. Not in Timişoara, nor in Bucharest, or Sibiu or Cluj. Press reports don’t tell us much about 
the murderers, only about the victims. In the above mentioned cases, journalists provided significant and interesting 
details about the servicemen on hospital beds. Who are „the servants of the Ceauşescu madness” in the first case? It 
isn’t, nor can it be, a reproach aimed at the author of that article. It is not an exercise of imagination, as we are not in 
a fictional creation; it is not a counterfactual history with “what if?” Reality was much harsher. In some cases, 
servicemen fired at servicemen, and civilians intervened in these confrontations, many of them armed after the 
overthrow of the communist regime. And yet, who are „the madmen who were hiding in the control booth of a tower 
crane”? Who threw an explosive object, a grenade it seems, from an apartment, killing one man and wounding 
another, as we learn from the last case presented in the article? There is no answer, nor will there ever be one. We 
will have to accept this truth and get used to it. There are cases when justice simply cannot be served. There are 
several reasons, ranging from the competent organs’ inability and lack of reaction, to their tendency to hide certain 
aspects and to the objective situation that there is no evidence or the evidence is too weak to incriminate anyone. 
The problem is clearly outlined when we examine, again, the victims’ case. The point of balance is December 22 
1989 12.06 p.m., when Nicolae Ceauşescu takes off in a helicopter from the roof of the Central Committee’s 
building, and, basically, loses state power. Up to this moment, as a result of repressive actions, 172 people had died 
across the country, 70 of whom in Timişoara and 54 in Bucharest. There were 1,187 wounded, 604 in Bucharest and 
368 in Timişoara. The number of those held by the forces of order also counts, i.e. 1,623, with over 800 in 
Timişoara. After Ceauşescu left power and up until December 31, 1989, a number of 1,032 people were killed, 
representing an impressive figure, as it was never proven that there had been at least one „terrorist”, at least one 
individual who had deliberately opened fire on defenders of the new power or on uninvolved citizens. Half of those 
killed were in Bucharest, the capital city also recording 1,275 wounded, more than half the total number, i.e. 2,245 
people. The number of those held by forces of order reached 1,779, most of them having been illegally deprived of 
freedom (Petre 2010, 123-124).  
Given the lack of identifiable adversaries, the only acceptable hypothesis is that the armed forces of the two 
ministries (of Internal Affairs and National Defense) fired at whatever seemed suspicious, without discrimination. 
As a result of these shootings, colleagues or innocent civilians fell, not enemies... It is the context that would make 
Constantin Pârvulescu speak up, when he would analyze the presence of this type of events in cinema productions, 
about tragedies without heroes: „The deceiving ontology of the televisual footage – coupled as it was with the 
irrational dramatism it triggered and with the reality of the friendly fire and of the absence of an enemy – calls for 
discussion of how to address the historical agency of revolutionary fighters” (Pârvulescu 2013, 372-373). 
8. The evolution of the gunshot wounds 
Nicolae Ghircoiaş would declare in court that the wounds of the deceased were distributed over the entire body, 
not necessarily restricted to the head, which seems to invalidate the theory that subsequent executions took place, 
right there in the hospitals. On the other hand, there is confirmation for the fact that the shootings were carried out in 
full bursts, and not as selective fire, one round at a time, aimed only at disruptive persons. Automatic fire was 
opened on the mob: „From what I have seen regarding these deceased, some had 4-5 gunshot wounds, in the area of 
the ribs or in the abdominal area. Very few, I must say, very few had wounds to the head... The wounds were, 
naturally, gunshot wounds, with bloodstain around them, in any case, they were not the results of close-range fire, 
which would imply additional factors [...] They were grouped, indicating the presence of automatic fire and certainly 
not that of a weapon set to fire one round at a time” (Orban and Rado 2010, 36). This description would only partly 
be supported by Ovidiu Golea, chief of the great medical facility at the time. When audited in the Timişoara Trial, 
he would make a grading of the gunshots. The court would record: „The first wounded brought in to the County 
Hospital generally presented injuries to the lower limbs, followed by patients being brought in with gunshot wounds 
to the chest area and to the head. The great majority of the deceased had gunshot wounds to the chest area and to the 
head” (Orban and Rado 2010, 53). This statement is supported by another given by Liliana Dohotariu, a nurse at the 
Ambulance Station of the County Hospital. She was probably the medical staff member who handled most of the 
emergency cases in those gruesome days. She carried dead and wounded until she lost count of them. Regarding 
those killed, she would state: „ Most were shot in the head. With gunshot wounds to the head, most of them 
deceased [...] as my colleagues also said, we even discussed the fact that most of the cases seemed to have been 
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brought in dead. We had people shot in the head...” (Dohotariu 2007). Sunday at noon, on December 17, 1989, the 
actions of protest coagulated and the people of Timişoara started acting in groups. Windows of various shops and 
institutions in the city’s central area would be broken, a controversial phenomenon to this day. Books with Nicolae 
Ceauşescu listed as the author would be taken out of bookstores and burnt. At 16.15 – 16.30 p.m., fire would be 
opened in the Freedom Square (Piaţa Libertăţii), in the area between the Mechanics Division and the Garrison. 
Galloway and Wylie (1991, 117) would note that gunfire was opened at 17.30 p.m., this being an inaccurate fact. 
They would, however, emphasize, in the same place, an important aspect: from the moment fire was opened by the 
army and by other personnel, an accelerated amplification of the repression ensued. Adam Burakowski (2011, 362) 
would indicate that fire was opened in Timişoara at 15.15 p.m., therefore an hour earlier than the real time. 
The conclusions are hard to make out in this complicated context. The research carried out, including by the 
judicial institutions, has not managed to determine the exact number of victims in Timişoara and in the Timiş 
County. Romeo Bălan (2001), the one who investigated numerous files, would declare, ten years after these gory 
events: „Timişoara means almost 100 dead and almost 400 wounded”. The situation of the deceased fluctuates, 
evolving between 97 and 107, depending on the different way of assessing certain causes. The imprecision is 
generated by including in these figures the suicides cases, some accidental deaths or the death of people who seemed 
to have no connection to the events of the Revolution. The servicemen are also included in the analysis, as well as 
the people who were killed in Lugoj. The number of dead people taken to Bucharest and cremated at the Cenuşa 
crematorium also remains unclear. The initial sources spoke of 40, subsequently accrediting the figure 42, as well as 
43. The situation would be even more confusing in Bucharest, as many of the victims were recorded after 
Ceauşescu’s downfall, therefore, during the confrontations with the so-called terrorists. How many were for the 
Revolution and how many against it? How many died innocent? 
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